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 2 
Introduction 
  
 
This paper is going to study the practices, functions and development of typography. 
First, I will analyze the transition from manuscript to printing and the eventual 
establishment of typographic conventions. Once I have talked about the 
establishment and use of conventions, I will discuss the case of typographic 
experimentation. In addition, I will make a reference to digital technology and the 
new possibilities of experimenting with typography. I  will examine whether these 
new experiments, given enough time, might turn into new typographic norms. This 
assumption is based upon the hypothesis that digital technology has enabled the 
emergence of new experimental typographic practices. These practices, whilst at this 
stage still being experimental, not only aim at challenging the already established 
typographic conventions but can ultimately become useful new conventions in their 
own right.  
In order to be able to talk about experimental typographies, we first need to 
define “conventional” typography and examine the establishment of typographic 
conventions. In short, typography can refer to the design of type and the graphic 
representation of written language on a page; all those elements that structure a text, 
as well as the space around it. These are not only the stylistic elements, like 
letterforms, typefaces and fonts, but also structuring elements of the page like layout, 
use of space etc. In essence, typography serves its function through arranging and 
structuring written material. Hence the art of writing and the function of typography 
are interconnected. In addition, though often disregarded, typography has a 
communicative function and is often used, among other things, to convey meaning.  
As readers we place the greatest focus on the meaning of the words: the 
linguistic and semantic aspects of a text. This means that we might disregard other 
factors responsible for the production of the text. However, written texts and books 
do not only consist of their actual, lexical words, but also of the elements that 
embody them. In his book, The Textual Condition, Jerome McGann refers to these 
elements as the “bibliographic code” of a book, that is ‘the symbolic and signifying 
dimensions of the physical medium through which (or rather as which) the linguistic 
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text is embodied’.1  These elements constitute the layout and design of a text on the 
page, as well as other aspects, like the material the page is made of or the quality of 
its color. All these examples make the paratextual elements of a book, and 
typography is one of them. Gerard Genette established the term “paratext”, in order 
to talk about the verbal and nonverbal elements that accompany and enclose the text, 
so as to display it, as well as ‘ensure the text’s presence in the world, its “reception” 
and consumption in the form…of a book’.2  The printed book, not only as an entity, 
but also when it is deconstructed to its single pages, is made out of written text and 
words. What is more, it is made of the paratext that surrounds these words, even 
though readers usually take its existence for granted and do not quite realize its 
function (or do so unconsciously). In the words of Bonnie Mak, ‘authorized by its 
own presence, the paratext is trusted because it exists’.3  
The physical page of the book is a medium that conveys a typographic message: 
the mise-en-page (the layout of the page). The practice of typography is inevitably  
bound up with the presence of the two-dimensional printed page: text is displayed on 
the page (creating the two sides of the page, recto and verso), and multiple pages 
bound together make a book. In a way, everything starts from the page; it is the page 
that indicates where a text starts and where it ends.4  The printed page does not only 
carry content and meaning, but it is also the physical space where the text is 
acquiring its existence. Hence, the mise-en-page (in other words the visual 
arrangement of all the different elements on a printed page, including the text, the 
blank space, the margins, etc.) allows the reader to decipher the ‘non-verbal 
meaning’ behind the words.5  
Nevertheless, its importance as a physical medium is commonly underrated, 
mainly because readers are trained to focus exclusively on the words written on the 
page. Alberto Manguel, in his book A Reader on Reading, examining the role and 
function of the page, says:  
 
                                                 
1  J. McGann, The Textual Condition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), p. 56.  
2 G. Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
p. 1 . 
3 B. Mak, How the Page Matters (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), p. 34.  
4 A. Manguel, A Reader on Reading (New Haven: Y ale University Press, 2010), p. 125.  
5 A. van der Weel, ‘Feeding our Reading Machines: From the Typographic Page to the Docuverse’, 
Digital Studies, 29 January, 2017 <https://www.digitalstudies.org/articles/10.16995/dscn.15/> (13 
August, 2018). 
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The page comes into our reader’s consciousness only as a frame or container 
of what we mean to read. Its brittle being, barely corporeal in its two 
dimensions, is dimly perceived by our eyes as they follow the track of the 
words. Like a skeleton supporting the skin of a text, the page disappears in 
its very function, and in that unprepossessing nature lies its strength.6  
 
So, the typographic page becomes, in some way, invisible, but it is the only way of 
interaction between the reader and the printed text, the only way that the intended 
message can be communicated to the reader.  
If we look at the original meaning of typography, it is quite simply writing using 
type, since it started developing with Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press and 
the printing revolution. Along with typography, conventions were introduced with 
the transition from manuscript to printing. The invention of printing was the 
technological change that led to the development of typography and the gradual 
establishment of typographic conventions.  
In the course of time, and only after certain typographic practices were 
definitely established as conventions, they would sometimes give place to 
typographic experiments. More specifically in literature, there have been stylistic and 
functional changes in the way typography is used to convey the message and tell the 
story, and often form and content are interconnected. Later, with the development of 
digital technology, the scope of possible experimentations grew even bigger. The easy 
access to computers allowed everyone to create some sort of typographic material. 
The emergence of the computer and the digital media created new possibilities in the 
production of printed typography. With the influence of digital technologies, new 
experimental typographic practices have emerged in books, with the aim to challenge 
the already established typographic conventions. More and more contemporary 
authors, designers and publishers make use of new technological features in order to 
create alternative forms of writing and reading literature, and that has a great effect 
on the whole reading experience.7  The typography of these books is an integral part 
of the story itself. 
                                                 
6 Manguel, A Reader on Reading, p. 120. 
7  J. Bradley , ‘The Medium is the Message: How We Read and How It Affects Us’, The Wild Detectives, 
24 August, 2016 <https://thewilddetectives.com/john/articles/reading/the-medium-is-the-message-
how-we-read-and-how-it-affects-us/> (20 August, 2019). 
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It is all these features that make typography such a unique and complicated 
art which demands deeper understanding. Therefore, this paper is going to focus on 
several aspects related to typography and its evolution. It will analyze the origins of 
typography and typographic conventions, as well as the possible emergence of new 
conventions in printing resulting from the use of digital technology. 
 
Chapter one will discuss how conventions came into being with the invention of 
printing and explain how the mechanisms behind this technological change worked. 
Moreover, it is going to list a representative number of typographic conventions and 
their functions. 
 
Chapter two will focus on typographic experimentation in print. I will discuss 
Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy as a pioneer eighteenth-century literary work 
that makes use of unconventional typography. 
 
Chapter three will introduce the discussion on digital technology and how its 
emergence has widened the range of potential typographic experimentation by 
creating new possibilities. In addition, I will examine whether these new experiments 
might turn into new conventions, given enough time. 
 
Finally, chapter four will delve into some examples of contemporary literature that 
makes use of experimental writing practices. The case studies that will be analyzed 
are the works of authors Mark Z. Danielewski and Jonathan Safran Foer. Moreover, 
there will be a brief discussion on artists’ books and the ways in which typography is 
used as artistic expression. 
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Chapter 1 
 
The Invention of Printing and the Establishment of 
Typographic Conventions 
 
The first chapter of this paper is going to start the discussion on typographic 
practices, by examining the transition from manuscript to printing. I will examine 
the mechanisms behind this big technological change that allowed typographic forms 
to develop and eventually be established as conventions. In order to better 
understand how conventions work, I will also list some examples and talk about their 
primary functions. 
 
1.1. The Transition from Manuscript to Printing and the Introduction to 
Typography 
In her article on ‘The Gutenberg Revolutions’, Lotte Hellinga refers to the invention 
of printing in the middle of the fifteenth century as ‘a dramatic acceleration in the 
slow evolutionary process of the history of script’.8  Indeed, the new technique of the 
printing press and the movable type, as introduced by Johannes Gutenberg, a 
German blacksmith from Mainz, was a groundbreaking invention for multiple 
reasons. In the big picture, it brought a revolution not only in the distribution and 
production of texts, but also in the whole commerce of books and is often considered 
as ‘the most important turning point in human history, separating modernity from 
everything that had gone before’.9  In the years that followed the invention of 
printing, identical texts were able to be mass produced, multiplied and circulated 
more broadly and to more people.1 0   
Apart from the colossal change that Gutenberg’s invention brought upon to 
culture and society as a whole, it also changed the way that texts and books were 
made. Typography was introduced as an integral part in the making of a text 
(typography = writing with type). With the invention of the printing press and the 
                                                 
8 L. Hellinga, ‘The Gutenberg Revolutions’, in S. Eliot and J. Rose (eds.), A Companion to the History 
of the Book (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2008), pp. 447 -471. 
9 A. Johns, ‘The coming of print to Europe’, in L. Howsam (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the 
History of the Book (Cambridge; New Y ork: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 107-124. 
1 0 Ibid. 
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movable type, we encounter the establishment of typefaces (blackletter). It is worth 
briefly looking at how printing worked as a technology, in order to better understand 
the technicalities behind the mechanism and the new possibilities it created for the 
production of texts. For the manufacturing of movable type, each character was 
created by a punch that was cut in steel. Then this was used to stamp the character in 
a copper matrix of specific dimensions, which was made to fit exactly into a mold 
that was filled with liquid metal. The result of this would be the impression of the 
character on the page.1 1  The printing press was used to apply pressure to an inked 
surface that was resting upon a piece of paper or cloth, resulting in the making of a 
printed product.   
We cannot really talk about the existence of typography before printing, since 
typography is a practice resulting from the use of the printing mechanisms and 
movable type. However, it is important to mention that even from the age of 
manuscripts there was need for some form of typography, but not the mechanisms or 
the technology to make that happen (manuscript = writing by hand). The invention 
of printing was, to a great degree, a result of the needs and demands of the reading 
audience, not only for more books but also for clearly structured texts. In fact, as 
Hellinga says:  
 
Without a rising demand for texts produced in highly legible, well-manageable 
codex form, Johann Gutenberg might not have persisted in developing his 
ingenious invention, or promising trials might have met with indifference.1 2   
 
Then, in order to understand the primary function of typography, it is worth 
looking at the gradual transition from manuscript to printing and how it happened in 
the course of time. From the age of roman scripts and handwritten Medieval scripts 
we can already encounter the development of multiple writing styles. Manuscripts 
were handwritten but scribes still had to follow specific rules in the production of 
script. The structure of the manuscript text was already being based on implicit 
typographic guidelines – page numbers, font sizes, the arrangement of text on the 
page.1 3  In addition, illuminations were a substantial part of the manuscripts and 
                                                 
1 1  Hellinga, ‘The Gutenberg Revolutions’. 
1 2 Ibid. 
1 3 P. Bloomer, ‘How New Technologies Are Changing Ty pography: The Breaking of the Ty ranny  of 
Arial’, Common Ground (2014), n.pag. 
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occupied a lot of space on the page (folio); that affected the general layout and 
distribution of all the textual elements on the page.  
The first printed texts were composed and presented according to the stylistic 
rules that had already been established in Medieval script.1 4  When Gutenberg started 
developing his technique, he used the language and scribal forms that were used in 
manuscripts as a model for his printed scripts.1 5  Likewise, European printers in the 
1500’s were making use of handwritten techniques that were already well-recognized 
by the reading public, like capital letters, ligatures and more, which led to many of 
the first printed books be characterized as ‘pseudo-manuscripts’.1 6  Thus, even though 
the mechanism of typography did not exist before the invention of the printing press, 
we can assume that the manuscript was still used as a base for the later development 
of typographic practices. By all means, printing practices also deviated from the 
manuscript style in certain aspects. For example, sentences were now separated by 
the use of a period and indentations were used to indicate the beginning of a new 
paragraph. In addition, the early printers-typographers rejected the exclusive use of 
capital letters and adopted lowercase characters throughout the script. Such early 
deviations from the manuscript paradigms were gradually established as the norm in 
printed texts and are still exercised today.  
Moreover, the development of typography contributed to the standardization 
and uniformity of texts. One of the primary qualities of typography that was soon 
established as a convention in print was the creation of coherent and well-structured 
texts that would be effortlessly readable. All the characters that were until then 
handwritten were now produced by a machine, which made writing more clear and 
precise. Hence, the use of the printing press caused a uniformity and typographic 
consistency of texts. According to Eisenstein: 
 
It seems likely that the very concept of a ‘style’ underwent transformation when 
the work of hand and ‘stylus’ was replaced by more standardized impressions 
made by pieces of type. Distinctions between bookhand and typeface are such 
                                                 
1 4 Ibid. 
1 5 Hellinga, ‘The Gutenberg Revolutions’.  
1 6 M. J. M. Ezell, ‘Handwriting and the book’, in L. Howsam (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the 
History of the Book (Cambridge; New Y ork: Cambridge Univ ersity Press, 2014), pp. 90-106. 
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that by placing a given manuscript against a printed text one may see much 
more clearly the idiosyncratic features of the individual hand of the scribe.1 7  
 
Before printing, manuscripts were usually either individually made or specifically 
ordered from scribes and were intended for personal use or as a gift. This meant that 
medieval texts were one-of-a-kind and resembled the likings of the individual they 
belonged to.1 8  On the contrary, when it came to print, texts were generally mass-
produced and identical to each other. That was due to practical reasons. The amount 
of type that printers could work with was not indefinite, so they had to set pages and 
divide the text in a specific combination that would complete the printing of one 
sheet, and this soon became an established procedure.1 9  The block of text had an 
exact placement on the page that was being printed and pages (or whatever other 
print medium was being used) looked like identical copies of each other. 
Moreover, it is interesting to see how the use of type gradually evolved, and 
how it resulted in the conventional use of roman script. During the early years of 
printing, the rotunda style was commonly applied, but later, as more and more texts 
were printed in Latin, the roman types that were based on humanist script became 
the norm.2 0  However, there were still some differentiations of type, depending on the 
genre and origin or language of the text. For example, liturgical texts were printed in 
gothic fractura style resembling the manuscript ideal, same as the typographic style 
of many vernacular texts mirrored the format that was familiar in manuscript.2 1   
Already in the sixteenth century, printers and publishers tried to preserve the 
‘typographic ideal’ established by Aldus Manutius, aiming at the aesthetic of 
typefaces and the ordered and symmetrical page layout.2 2  The sixteenth century also 
brought the title page, while the page numbering section and the index page were 
later additions, all of which facilitated the making and reading of a book.2 3  These 
practices are still used in the present day for structuring a typographic text.  
                                                 
1 7  E. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change: Communications and cultural 
transformations in early-modern Europe  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 83. 
1 8 Ezell, ‘Handwriting and the book’.  
1 9 Hellinga, ‘The Gutenberg Revolutions’. 
20 Ibid. 
21  Ibid. 
22 M. L. Benton, ‘The Book as Art’, in S. Eliot and J. Rose (eds.), A Companion to the History of the 
Book (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), pp. 493-507. 
23 D. J. Shaw, ‘The Book Trade Comes of Age: The 16 th century’, in S. Eliot and J. Rose (eds.), A 
Companion to the History of the Book (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), pp. 220-231. 
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The gradual establishment of these conventions, starting from the eventual 
transition from manuscript to print can explain why still today, when we look at a 
text we hardly ever focus on its typography in the first place. In essence, typography 
is an invisible art. The nature of a text or the genre it belongs to is information that 
readers would be able to name immediately, just by glancing at it. In reality, what 
helps readers recognize such information right away is the typography surrounding 
the text. As a whole and combined, typographic features contribute to the making of 
a printed page and result in the visual conception of the printed text, in the form that 
readers are familiar with from the early days of printing to the present day. 
 
1.2. Typographic Conventions: some Examples 
I have already analyzed how some print conventions came to being through the 
transition from manuscript to printing. At this point, I would like to list some 
representative examples of such typographic conventions. 
As I mentioned before, typographic consistency can be classified as one 
primary convention. By typographic consistency in this case, I mean that all different 
writing genres follow a specific typographic format which readers have learned to 
immediately recognize. When we look at a printed page that includes some kind of 
text, we can easily identify the genre of the text, for example whether it is a poem, 
prose, a play, a letter etc. The nature (genre) of the text, as it is displayed on a page, 
can be identified by the variant designs and structures: there can be differences as far 
as margins are concerned, or differences in the size of text columns and the blank 
space around them.2 4  
Typographic language is, in large part, universal. No matter the language a 
text is written in, even if this is an abstract, non-existent language that makes no 
sense when read, its typographic structure and layout, the way it is arranged on the 
page, can reveal evident information about the writing genre. There are some 
exceptions and those have to do with the nature of the language of a text . For 
example, the Arab language differs from most other languages in its layout, since it is 
read from right to left and not from left to right as is the case with the majority of 
Western written languages. Thus, this functional distinction of the Arab language 
affects the layout of the text on a page. In general, though, even if the words 
                                                 
24 Mak, How the Page Matters, p. 12. 
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themselves are arbitrary but still ordered in a conventional, typographic frame, 
readers will be able to decipher the genre, as well as the status of the text, and, 
depending on its typography, they can classify it as a letter, a poem, or prose. 
However, this does not mean that all poems, for example, have to look the 
same, or that the pages of every novel need to be identical copies of each other. There 
are innumerable typographic styles that can vary from one printed page to another; 
countless typefaces, different font sizes, shapes, and colors, differences in space and 
margins (some texts can be very dense, others might have more space in between 
their lines). From the very beginning of book typography, and especially ever since 
the gradual shift from manuscript to print, until the very moment this paper is being 
written, there have been changes and/or developments in typography, depending on 
the needs and demands of the reading public. As Henri-Jean Martin says, ‘the 
presentation of written texts – one might say, the “staging” of the written work – 
never stopped evolving’.2 5  
Typographic consistency also applies to the different content sections in the 
same text. Apart from the writing genre readers are able to distinguish all the 
different parts in the layout of a page, namely the title page, footnote and endnote 
sections, appendixes, table of contents, etc. All of these distinct sections follow 
universal design rules and are usually expected to be found at the same place on a 
page or in a book. So, readers have learned to adhere to typographic consistency and 
do not question the way typography is used. When we read a book, whether that is 
careful reading or just skimming through its pages, we do not just read the text and 
the words printed on the page, but we also, unconsciously, decode its typography.2 6   
One more such convention is the coherency of typographic style. If a text is 
not presented in a coherent typographic manner, then it is not easily readable and 
might not make much sense. For a text to be coherent, it means that it should have a 
well set out typographic arrangement and a clear script. In typography, the notion of 
readability is closely associated with the nature, purpose, and genre of a tex t, from 
where and by whom it is intended to be read, for how long, etc. That is why specific 
typefaces are chosen for specific texts, or, similarly, why larger fonts are used for the 
title and smaller fonts for the main text. In addition, the division of a text in sections 
                                                 
25 H. J. Martin, The History and Power of Writing  (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1994), p. 313. 
26 Van der Weel, ‘Feeding our Reading Machines’.  
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and subsections allows for it to maintain a clear and orderly structure. Those are, for 
example, the title page, the preface, the table of contents, the header and footer 
sections, the appendix and index page, the footnotes, and many more. All these 
different sections need to have a fixed and predetermined place, so that they are 
easily detectable by the reader and preserve a typographic order. When all the 
elements and sections of a text are in typographic harmony with each other, then the 
text is comprehensible and coherent.2 7   
Connected to the coherency of a typographic text and how it is presented on a 
page is the use of space. Conventionally, there is a specific amount of space between 
words or characters, as well as empty space, for example around the columns of a 
text. In typographic terms this is called “white space” (or negative space); it is still 
part of the page layout and design and occupies all the space in between and around 
other stylistic typographic components.2 8  All of these textual and non-textual 
components are invisibly connected through blank space. Hence, white space is used 
to create typographic cohesion among all the other elements on the page and make 
them readable and visually satisfying.2 9  In other words, apart from being part of the 
design, white space is also functional and an integral part of the structure of a page. 
Regarding the purpose of white space as a dynamic typographic feature, Johanna 
Drucker comments: 
 
This space is not inert, not pre-given and neutral, not an a priori face or entity, 
but is itself relational and constituted through dynamic relations… 
Observations of “space” not as something inert and neutral, but as an “espace” 
or field in which forces among mutually constitutive elements make themselves 
available to be read… White space is visually inflected given a tonal value 
through relations rather than according to some intrinsic property.3 0  
 
Another convention that has long been established is the use of certain 
typographic means to achieve a more expressive way of writing. Typography has a 
                                                 
27  M. Mitchell, Book Typography: A Designer’s Manual  (Marlborough, Wiltshire: Libanus Press, 
2005), pp. 18-19. 
28 M. Soegaard, ‘The power of white space’, Interaction Design Foundation, December 2018 < 
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/the-power-of-white-space> (27  July, 2019). 
29 Ibid. 
30 J. Drucker, ‘Graphical Readings and the Visual Aesthetics of Textuality’, Text, 16 (2006), pp. 267 -
27 6. 
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role in expressing some of the intended meaning that cannot be conveyed through 
language itself. Writing, as opposed to speaking, is not an expressive form in itself; it 
is more standardized. When we speak, we can put the stress on specific words, or 
change the intonation for the sake of emphasis; we can make long pauses if we need 
to, and, thereby, we can express emotion. When it comes to writing, things are 
different: not all the expressions that are communicated through the act of speech 
can by definition be articulated through plain script. In his book The World on 
Paper, David Olson makes a distinction between the locutionary and illocutionary 
force of language. Even though writing is capable of accurately representing 
something that is being spoken (locutionary – the actual, literal meaning of an 
utterance), it cannot quite express the way this utterance is spoken, let alone the 
emotion behind it (illocutionary – the effect and intention of an utterance).3 1  The 
written discourse does not, inherently, take into consideration the intention of the 
speaker, that is, all the ‘prosodic and paralinguistic clues’ that go together with 
speech.3 2  Typography goes a long way towards bridging the gap between speech and 
writing, taking the place of facial and vocal expressions. For example, a sentence in 
italics or bold is one that carries a certain significance and emphasis, capitalized 
phrases can express anger or enthusiasm, etc. These varieties of type can also help 
the reader to focus on specific parts of the text. Hence, typography carries a certain 
illocutionary force that writing per se lacks and can function as the metalanguage of a 
written text.  
Summing up, typography is fundamentally a practice that resulted from the 
invention of printing technology. The transition from manuscript to printing 
eventually led in the establishment of typographic conventions, many of which are 
still in use today. Looking at some examples of such practices and their functions, 
one can assume that typography is an invisible but useful art. Through their long 
history, typographic conventions have been well established and embedded in 
writing and reading. Now that we have determined the origins and use of the 
conventions we can start talking about typographic experimentation. 
 
  
                                                 
31  D. Olson, The World on Paper: The Conceptual and Cognitive Implications of Writing and 
Reading (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994),  p. 92. 
32 Ibid., p. 95. 
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Chapter Two  
 
Typographic Experimentation in Print  
 
In the previous chapter I talked about the transition from manuscript to printing and 
the first official introduction of typography. In this context, I analyzed the gradual 
establishment of typographic conventions, most of which are still in use. In this 
chapter I am going to focus on typographic experimentation in print, in order to give 
an understanding of the use of typographic experiments and how far back they go in 
the history of typography. I will present the case of Laurence Sterne’s Tristram 
Shandy as a prime example of an eighteenth-century novel that makes use of an 
experimental writing style and unconventional typography. 
 
2.1. Typographic Experiments before the Emergence of Digital 
Technology 
Before I start this discussion on typographic experiments, it is important to mention 
that typographic experimentation is of all times. In the past years, with the 
development of digital technology and the creation of new possibilities for 
typography, we have noted numerous experiments in all literary genres as well as in 
art, to which I am going to delve into throughout the next two chapters of this thesis. 
However, experiments with typography were already happening in the print era and 
way before the emergence of digital technologies. In fact, even since the first years 
that followed the invention of printing and the development of typography in the late 
fifteenth-century, we can observe the use of experimental printing practices and/or 
writing techniques that deviate from the traditional typographic style.  
 In the previous chapter I mentioned that the development of printing soon 
established a typographic uniformity in the appearance of printed books: exact 
placement of the text on the printed page, conventional use of roman script and so 
on. Soon, since printed books were almost exact copies of each other, they became 
impersonal objects with no special features to distinguish them from the mass.3 3  As a 
reaction to this, we witness the production of unique manuscripts, embracing the art 
                                                 
33 Hellinga, ‘The Gutenberg Revolutions’. 
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of handwriting and rejecting the printing technology.3 4  In addition, during the early 
sixteenth-century many type designers wanted to object to this typographic 
consistency of texts and started to create more artistic and elaborate typographic 
styles that were usually not used in mass-produced books but for a specific or 
individual purpose.3 5  The ultimate outcome of these experimentations did not only 
serve as a resistance to the printing technology, but also generated the establishment 
of new, hybrid typographic styles that in the course of time formed new typographic 
norms. In the exact words of Hellinga: 
 
In the balance between the very general, so easily accepted by the eye that it 
becomes “invisible”, and the very particular, the typeface that deliberately 
intrudes into the awareness of the reader, is comprised the whole long history 
of typography.3 6  
 
Throughout the history of printing, from its establishment as the main writing 
technology until the very day this paper is being written, a big part of the 
experiments associated with typography were made to resemble handwritten 
techniques. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the first printing attempts were 
based on the manuscript style to a large extent (also by Gutenberg himself). That was 
because readers were already familiar with handwritten books and printers got a lot 
of inspiration from the manuscript format in order to create a template for printed 
books. This led to an interesting tie between handwritten and printed books, 
according to Ezell: 
 
The technologies of both handwriting and of printing were both essential in 
creating these early printed books… Thus, from their origins, printed books 
have had a complicated and reciprocal relationship with handwritten ones and 
the technologies that produce them.3 7  
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In the centuries that followed the invention of printing and after the gradual 
establishment of typographic conventions, some authors, type designers and 
publishers started making use of handwritten techniques in the production of texts. 
During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, we can notice experiments that 
replace print characters with handwritten ones and the practice of handmade 
typography (i.e. metal or wood typeface). In such cases, more exquisite printing 
techniques that were usually retained for artistic drawings were used, like calligraphy 
created by lithograph.3 8  Naturally, these typographic experiments were not 
addressed for mass-produced copies, but indicated an exclusive use and ‘an artistic 
appreciation of the page’.3 9  Such practices resulted in the creation of ‘hybrid books’, 
that were essentially a combination of unique handwritten material with printed 
codex.4 0   
 Furthermore, throughout all the years that typography exists there have been 
numerous additions and/or changes in the use of type. Some of those began as 
experiments and were later established as widely used typefaces. For example, in the 
late eighteenth-century we can pinpoint the emergence of ‘modern types’ such as 
Bodoni, introduced by Giambattista Bodoni.4 1  Similar modern typefaces were 
produced that were characterized by the contrast between the thick and thin strokes 
of the letter-character, resulting in more sharp-looking letters with detailed, straight 
lines.4 2  Even though these styles were not an entirely new novelty and were inspired 
to a great extent by the older, more traditional typefaces, at the time they were seen 
as an experimental approach to typographic style.  
 To conclude, after the steady establishment of conventions, we can notice the 
emergence of printing novelties and the practice of experimental book typography. 
Also, it is interesting to note that many of the experiments aimed at resembling the 
handwritten culture and manuscript techniques. I will now present Tristram Shandy 
as a prime example of typographic experimentation in literature of the eighteenth-
century. 
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2.2. Tristram Shandy: An Early Example of Typographic 
Experimentation in the Print Era 
A notorious case of typographic experimentation in the print era is Laurence Sterne’s 
eighteenth-century novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. 
Sterne published his book in nine volumes in the course of eight years (1759-1767). 
Though it is generally categorized as a work of fiction, Tristram Shandy is often 
considered as a genre in its own right or as ‘one of the most boldly experimental 
novels ever conceived’.4 3  This is mainly because it does not, at its core, resemble a 
conventional novel but is structured in a bizarre way where the narrative and 
typography of the text are interconnected, creating a dynamic relationship among the 
text, the author and the reader. In the opinion of Scott Black: 
 
Tristram Shandy is ‘a genre with longer legs, wider roots, and weirder forms – 
a genre that exceeds the local contexts that usually govern our literary 
histories… [It] is densely intertextual and wryly self-conscious about its use 
(and abuse) of other texts.4 4  
 
Sterne was actively involved in the technicalities behind the production of his work 
and had a strong opinion on the printed presentation of the book and the appearance 
of its typography, supervising the whole printing procedure.4 5  He was highly 
interested in the practice and novelties of typography, hence the use of modern, for 
the time, fonts and his attention to the quality of the paper.4 6  After all, the 
eighteenth-century, more than any century after the invention of printing, was a time 
of experimentation and adaptation to new writing and printing techniques, with 
authors claiming more control over the actual printing of their works.4 7  In Tristram 
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Shandy, Sterne experiments with his script and plays with the printed conventions of 
the book in order to create a literary work that exceeds the limitations of its text.4 8  
 Some of the most characteristic features of the book are the typographic 
oddities and the unconventional use of printing devices. Peter de Voogd, in his article 
‘A singular stroke of eloquence: Tristram Shandy’s typography’, makes a reference to 
several typographic and layout elements that Sterne is experimenting with in his 
novel (unusual fonts, black pages, a hand-marbled colored leaf, curved woodcuts, 
unevenly numbered pages) and suggests that there were many technical difficulties 
behind their implementation as well as a high cost.4 9  He goes on to argue that 
Sterne’s intention was to create a book the typography of which would allow him to 
‘depart from his narrative as often and as digressively as he wishes’.5 0  It is very clear, 
from the first few moments that someone flips through the pages of Tristram 
Shandy, that the author had planned for all these typographic abnormalities as a way 
to direct the narrative and the reader where he wanted.  
Moreover, Sterne (in the first edition) made an unconventional use of 
catchwords, an inherently printing device. Fundamentally, the catchword was used 
as a facilitating device for printers and binders to make sure that the pages were 
bound in the right order. Therefore, it was a typographic convention overlooked by 
the reader.5 1  In Tristram Shandy’s case, the author deliberately uses catchwords and 
aims at drawing the reader’s attention to them in order to create an impression of 
repetition.5 2  Another element in the book that Sterne is experimenting with is the use 
of fonts. More specifically, there is one particular instance where the word ‘bravo’ is 
struck-through (‘BRAVO’) and seems to be written by hand (fig. 1).5 3  Even though 
the word was of course printed, it was intentionally made to look as handwritten and 
visually exceptional, with Sterne paying particular attention to the details.’5 4  
 Furthermore, what may look unorthodox for a literary writing of the 
eighteenth-century is the use of the index finger. The pointing hand, or manicule, 
was a device that originated in the scribal tradition of Medieval manuscripts and was 
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used as a marginal punctuation mark to draw the reader’s attention to an important 
part of the text or as paragraph breaks.5 5  After the invention of printing and the 
transitional period from the manuscript era, its use was gradually diminished as it 
was replaced by printing devices like asterisks or footnote and paragraph markers. In 
his book, Sterne chooses to incorporate the manicule in his text as another way to 
claim his authority as the author/proprietor of the book and guide his reader around 
it (fig. 2). As Helen Williams notes: 
 
In Tristram Shandy Sterne does not use the manicule as a marginal marker but 
invariably inserts it in the text within the line of type. This is perhaps an 
attempt to prove the author’s control over all spheres of textual production, in 
that we may assume that the manicule, when included in the line of type, has 
been produced simultaneously with the text and is an intrinsic device of his or 
her repertoire… In employing it in the line of type, a domain traditionally 
associated with authorial control, he blurs the boundaries between author and 
printer, text and paratext, claiming power over the tools of the typesetter.5 6  
 
Apart from simply directing the readers through the use of the manicule, Sterne also 
gives them some control of the narrative and breaks down the text creating a unique 
reading experience. It is up to the reader to decide where to go next, where to place 
emphasis and which passages to skip.5 7  In this way, the author refuses to use the 
manicule as a ‘facilitating device from the commonplacing tradition; instead of using 
it as a cue to attend to the text, he gestures with the manicule towards the 
fragmented, de-contextualising mode of its consumption’.5 8  
 In addition, a typographic convention that Sterne plays a lot with is the use of 
space and the layout of the page, a technique that creates a sense of non-verbal 
communication. More specifically, the author’s manipulation of the spatial layout of 
the text (mise-en-page) through the use of abstract white space, blank textual gaps or 
seemingly random marks on the page (like dashes and asterisks) creates ambiguity, 
disregarding the traditional appearance of a printed page (fig. 3).5 9  In Tristram 
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Shandy, space works as another method of the author to manipulate the 
arrangement of the narration.6 0  By reconstructing the traditional textual layout and 
creating a powerful visual image, the text questions the conventions of oral delivery 
in written discourse, reminding us that: 
 
We are reading a printed artifact and that no simple translation from the text to 
an idealized oral communication is possible. Rather, we must read Sterne’s 
print both as a text of mimetic verbal referents and as a non-verbal object that 
communicates by means of its manipulation of the space on the page.6 1    
  
 Sterne’s attention to all the typographic details can be evidence that the 
writing style of the novel is meant to follow a unique typographic path. In addition, 
one can assume that Tristram Shandy is a conscious imitation of a handmade 
manuscript. Through the use of writing techniques originating in the manuscript 
culture (the manicule, handwritten-looking fonts, etc.), the author pays tribute to 
that era, yearning for the precision and authorial control that it encompassed.6 2  
According to Williams, Sterne: 
 
[Tends to] express such anxieties through the very medium of print itself: that 
is, through creatively embracing typographic effects designed to preserve or 
mimic the intimacies of manuscript dissemination… Sterne’s innovations seek 
to inscribe a self-consciously printed product with the process of manuscript 
drafting, leaving a lasting appearance of the copy or holograph.6 3  
 
Laurence Sterne’s work is a prominent example of unconventional typography, that 
inspired more authors to experiment with the design of their books. What is 
noteworthy here is that Tristram Shandy, while being an artifact produced through 
the use of printing technology, in a way “rejects” the print culture and, as an early 
experiment with typography, wishes to maintain a manuscript-like authority. Later 
in this paper, I am going to examine how some contemporary novels, while making 
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active use of digital technology in order to experiment with typography, wish to 
remain true to their print nature. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 22 
Chapter Three 
 
Digital Technology and the New Possibilities of Typographic 
Experimentation 
 
 
Chapter two focused on early typographic experiments in the print era. This chapter 
will continue the discussion on experimental typography but through a different 
perspective. The emergence of digital technology has created new typographic 
possibilities and has widened the range of potential experimentation. This also 
means that many of the established print conventions are being revisited and/or 
challenged. In these final two chapters of the thesis I will draw my attention to the 
new possibilities and how they can affect typographic expression. Moreover, I will 
examine whether these new experiments, given enough time, might turn into new 
conventions. 
 
3.1. Innovations in the Practice and Use of Typography 
Even though, as I pointed out in the previous chapter, typographic experimentation 
is of all ages, unconventional approaches to typography started happening more 
massively with the emergence of digital technology towards the end of the twentieth-
century.  
First of all, it is worth briefly looking at what the emergence of digital 
technology meant for typography as a whole. The evolution of the computer as a 
digital medium brought change in the manipulation and transmission of text. As 
Paul Luna notes: 
 
The gradual standardization of computer systems prompted the convergence of 
typesetting and printing industries, previously with separate and highly specific 
technologies, with the larger, business-driven world of document creation, 
transmission, and retrieval.6 4  
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For typography, that meant evolution of all the elements that compose it: the fonts, 
layout, style and design. Computer fonts were executed as digital data files 
containing a set of graphically related glyphs, characters, or symbols. T he computer 
was able to do almost everything that the typographer was doing manually up to that 
point, in a more efficient way. Up to a certain point in the history of technological 
progress, computers could only process numbers and logical mathematical sy mbols. 
With the advancement of digital technology, they evolved into machines capable of 
reading, processing and producing text on paper. An early example of how 
computers could convert a written text into a code bearing typographic instructions 
is the word processor. The word processor would give instructions on how the form 
and structure of the final text would appear. Through the use of the word processor, 
the whole typing and producing procedure became automatic and a lot faster. 
Eventually, new operating systems were created in order to serve the new 
typographic needs and vice versa: the need for a digital workflow initiated the 
development of such technologies. For example, more elaborate text-processing 
systems were developed that could carry out complex typographic instructions, like 
multi-column pagination or the breaking down of columns and pages.6 5    
A technological pioneer in typographic evolution and the production of 
printed typography is the Apple Macintosh computer and the extensions that came 
with it. For instance, ImageWriter was built to make the number of dots of the 
printed product of a Macintosh document resemble the actual number of pixels (per 
inch) of the same document that was demonstrated on the computer’s screen, in 
order to be printed precisely as shown on the screen.6 6  Another improvement of text 
processing through the Macintosh included the Macintosh Operating System, a 
system that featured new inherent typographic capacities. Namely, capacities that 
allowed users to create custom-made texts with a variety of fonts, typefaces and sizes, 
as well as marking their text with specific type qualities (italics, bold font, 
underlining etc.).6 7  Later came the Apple LaserWriter printer, a technology that 
allowed printed textual and visual material and layout to have a more detailed 
design.6 8   
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In addition, the ability to combine various fonts as well as features like letter 
sizes and shapes, were a digital novelty in the use of typographic features. According 
to Van Leeuwen, such experimental techniques worked as a more unconventional 
way to express metaphor through typography by carrying meaning on their own.6 9  
The same applies to experiments with color, or other types of imagery. Van Leeuwen 
makes a reference to typographies that incorporate multi-dimensional or kinesthetic 
elements and suggests that these examples reinforce the idea that typography is 
turning into a more communicative and multimodal mode of expression.7 0  
Technological novelties offered new typographic possibilities and had a great 
effect on book production as well. Since the early beginning of the printing revolution 
typography was a means for the transmission of written texts and had a strictly 
practical use. Thus, up until the emergence of digital technology there was not much 
space for such progressive and revolutionary typographic approaches, with some 
exceptions like the case of Tristram Shandy that we discussed in the previous 
chapter. With the emergence of new technologies and the expansion of the 
possibilities that are offered for printing, there is an increasing number of print-
based literary works that challenge the conventional book form and experiment with 
the materiality of the book, the elements that compose it and its typography.7 1  
Starting from the next section of this chapter I am going to focus on how digital 
technology and the new possibilities available can potentially affect typographic 
expression on the print-based novel. 
 
3.2. The Gradual Evolution of Typography  
The establishment of the digital medium eventually resulted in the involvement of 
digital technology in every step of the assembly and production of texts. Naturally, 
this has affected the typographic format of printed novels, which we are going to 
focus on here, and gave way to more experimentation. In this discussion, I will 
examine whether the new experiments with typography can potentially bring about a 
reassessment of some of the typographic conventions that came into being during the 
print era (which I discussed in the first chapter). 
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First, I am going to explore the ways book typography might turn into a form 
of expression in its own right. As I mentioned above, digital technology enhanced the 
multimodal character of typography. It is interesting to examine the effect of such 
practices on literature and the printed book, as well as the practice of multimodality 
as an experimental typographic method. Features like unconventional textual 
layouts, the addition of images and the use of mixed typography, can eventually turn 
literature into a more multimodal and powerfully visual genre.7 2  Surely, 
multimodality in literature is not something new and was not necessarily caused by 
the rise of digital technology. As I analyzed in the previous chapter, Tristram Shandy 
was one of the early examples of novels where there is an interplay between form and 
content, and typography is used to convey meaning. However, since digital 
technology facilitated the application of more complex typographic techniques on 
paper (for example, printing images and word-image combinations), 
experimentation with multimodal expression became easier and more accessible 
than ever before.7 3   
 This new experimental way of writing literature is able to redefine the printed 
book as a material form and a tangible object. As Plate claims: 
 
Materiality stands at the heart of contemporary writing that foregrounds the 
sensory and affective dimensions of reading – experimental multimodal 
writing, that is, that not only draws attention to the text’s visual and aural 
aspects but also to the ways in which the feel, touch, shape, weight, and smell of 
the bound paper page is part of its aesthetics, eliciting affect, emotions, and 
knowledge.7 4  
 
Typography contributes in this multimodal experience and reinforces the physicality 
of the printed page. Through the convenience that is offered by digital technology, 
authors, designers and publishers are able to create objects that ‘exploit the power of 
the print page in ways that draw attention to the book as a multimedia format’.7 5  
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What that means for the practice of typography is that it becomes integral part of a 
multisensory reading experience. Gibbons suggests that multimodal novels expand 
the capabilities of books as tangible objects by experimenting with the graphic 
representation of the text and making use of images.7 6  She goes on to say that, 
through these textual experiments, writing turns into a form of designing and 
reading becomes a performance, ‘challenging readers in both cognitive and physical 
terms.’7 7  Therefore, this performativity of typography can function as a connecting 
link between the form of the book and the reader. By making use or responding to 
digital technology in order to create tactile books that require to be touched and 
physically explored, more authors are experimenting with the use of typography as 
an interactive art. These new experiments aim at achieving a physical interaction 
between the reader and the text/book, so, given enough time and practice, they can 
contribute in the use of typography as an interactive art. 
In addition, connected to what we have just discussed on the multimodality of 
typography are the theories of “cybertext” and “ergodic literature”, and even though 
they were introduced more than two decades ago they are still more than relevant 
today. Cybertext is a term first introduced by poet and writer Bruce Boston, and 
derives from the word “cybernetics”, a term established by mathematician Norbert 
Wiener. The term cybertext is used by Espen Aarsheth in his influential book 
Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature, in order to define what he calls 
ergodic literature. As described by Aarsheth, 
 
The concept of cybertext does not limit itself to the study of computer-driven 
(or “electronic”) textuality…The concept of cybertext focuses on the mechanical 
organization of the text, by positing the intricacies of the medium as an integral 
part of the literary exchange. However, it also centers attention on the 
consumer, or user, of the text, as a more integrated figure than even reader-
response theorists would claim. The performance of their reader takes place all 
in his head, while the user of cybertext also performs in an extranoematic sense. 
During the cybertextual process, the user will have effectuated a semiotic 
sequence, and this selective movement is a work of physical construction that 
the various concepts of “reading” do not account for. This phenomenon I call 
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“ergodic”… In ergodic literature, nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader 
to traverse the text.7 8  
 
Aarsheth’s theory presents the book as a medium the reader has to interact with in 
order to make sense of its content. Here again, we note how typographic 
experimentation draws attention to the interaction between readers and texts and 
calls for an active involvement of the reader so that he/she can make sense of the 
structure and narrative of the story. The book, through its materiality and its design 
becomes an indispensable part not only of the narrative itself, but also of the whole 
reading experience.  
Moving away from the new possibilities that enhance the interactive function 
of typography, I will now focus on a convention that is being revisited through 
experiments with typographic form, and that is the typographic coherency and 
orderly structure of texts that we analyzed in the first chapter. In order to explain 
this, I think it is necessary that we make a reference to digitally -born literature and 
the potential influence it can have on printed-based conventions. The emergence of 
digital technology brought the development of hypertext fiction. The ‘hypertext’, a 
term introduced by computer scientist Theodor Nelson, is as defined by George 
Landow, ‘a form of electronic text, a radically new information technology, and a 
mode of publication… hypertext denotes text composed of blocks of text and the 
electronic links that join them’.7 9  Hereafter, the hypertext is a term directly linked to 
technology and digital reading. Furthermore, the typography of hypertexts develops 
in an online environment, making use of digital technology. It is worth looking at  
how the transition from print to digital affects typographic layout and what 
connections can be made between print and digital conventions. In other words, how 
printed conventions are transferred on the screen and vice versa, assuming that 
typographic experiments of the printed book make use of hypertextual elements. The 
reason that the connection between printed experimental typographies and 
hypertextual elements is necessary to look into, is because new printed conventions 
could potentially come out of adapting printed typography to digital conventions. 
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 First of all, a key element of the hypertext is non-linearity. There are links that 
connect different parts of the text and that the reader can open and navigate. Hence, 
the order of reading a text also becomes a choice of the reader. For instance, the 
footnote, a convention that was established with the development of printing, has 
been replaced by hyperlinks in the digital environment. Readers can click on a 
hyperlink and that can take them to a specific part within the same document or to a 
completely different document. The hypertext is literally a text with links, so 
hyperlinks have become a digital convention in the structure of a digitally 
transmitted text. In comparison, linearity in print is an element directly associated 
with readability and orderly structure. As I mentioned in the first chapter, one of the 
primary conventions of printed typography is coherency. That also means that a text 
can be effortlessly readable. The layout of the text is structured in such a way on the 
page that the reader can follow it in a linear and successive way. Thus, there are not 
many possible ways or orders of reading a text.  
 However, more and more authors have started making use of experimental 
typographies in order to challenge the linearity of printed texts. They create books 
that are fragmented and not neatly ordered texts that are read from beginning to end 
without any interruptions. In this case, typographic means are used to create links 
among different parts of the text, functioning as the printed equivalent of electronic 
links. One example of a contemporary author that makes use of such typographic 
techniques is American writer Mark Z. Danielewski. Through his literary works and 
his use of the typographic elements that make and surround his text, Danielewski 
creates a complex textual structure, that certainly does not call for linear reading. His 
most famous novel, House of Leaves, connecting three different narratives – each 
distinguished by the use of a specific typeface, is a typical example of how the use of 
typography creates a non-linear narrative.  
 In addition to the creation of links within the text, the use of images and other 
visual elements in printed books reinforces the non-linearity of the narrative. 
According to Landow, in comparison to the print medium, the hypertext 
incorporates a number of nonverbal features and suggests that images are used in 
print as one such nonverbal element; to enhance non-linearity in a similar way as 
this is achieved through the electronic hypertext.8 0  Related to the alternative 
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typographies between print and screen media, Joyce Yee comments on the 
relationship of printed typography with hypertext: 
 
Designers of a printed document tended to think of narrative in terms of 
physical structure, page after page, top to bottom. With hypertext, the physical 
placement of a text is replaced by multiple entries and exits as a series of points 
in a virtual space. Instead of a single arrival and exit point, the designer is faced 
with deciding how to synthesize the semantical and aesthetic relationship 
between different units of text in separate locations.8 1  
 
It is important to mention again that, even though the emergence of such 
typographies might seem recent and only developing after the fast evolution of 
digital media, experimental approaches in literature and poetry were happening long 
before that, with academics and scholars already attempting to establish new terms 
and definitions. In fact, the concept of non-linear printed texts is preceding the 
invention of digital technologies.8 2  Still, it is now easier to experiment with non-
linearity and the hypertext-like effect in printed books. And while linearity has 
always been considered as a standard discipline for textual arrangement, all these 
experiments with non-linearity aim at breaking down texts and produce non-linear 
narratives. 
To conclude, typographic experiments were, and in large part still are, looked 
at hesitantly and not as typographies that can fulfil their fundamental function. In 
the words of Van der Weel, ‘we involuntarily look at the new developments with 
typographically biased eyes’.8 3  Typographic experiments of all times tend to be 
conceived more as artistic experiments than as typographies that could serve specific 
purposes. However, given enough time and practice, certain typographic traditions 
can be challenged and give way to new conventions. In the next chapter, I am going 
to resume the discussion on typographic experimentation in the digital culture, by 
examining the works of two contemporary authors and giving some examples of 
experiments on the printed novel, through the use of digital technology. 
                                                 
81  J. Y ee, ‘A Ty pographic Dilemma: Reconciling the old with the new using a new cross -disciplinary 
ty pographic framework’, Conference: 2nd International Conference on Typography and Visual 
Communication (2004), n.pag. 
82 Ibid. 
83 A. van der Weel, Changing our textual minds: Towards a digital order of knowledge  (Manchester 
and New Y ork: Manchester University Press, 2011), p. 22.  
 30 
Chapter Four 
 
Typographic Experiments on the Print-based Book through 
the Use of Digital Technology  
 
In the final chapter of this thesis I am going to delve into two cases of contemporary 
books that respond to digital technology as a way to experiment with typography. I 
will address the works of Mark Z. Danielewski and Jonathan Safran Foer, and 
discuss the ways in which they make use of experimental typographic practices on 
print-based novels, as well as the effects that their experiments have on the reading 
experience as a whole. 
 
4.1. Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves 
Mark Z. Danielewski is a distinguishing example of a contemporary author that does 
not use typography in conventional ways. For him, the typographic layout and 
elements of the book become part of the story he wants to tell. The reason why his 
work is of such great interest for this paper is because Danielewski continuously 
experiments with new ways of writing and makes use of the new possibilities brought 
by digital technology. The way he chooses to use typography gives it more intricate 
functions, than it simply being a reading tool. His first and most famous work, House 
of Leaves, is a story divided into different layers, with several narratives and 
narrators. In short, the plot goes as follows: Johnny Truant, a tattoo shop employee 
discovers a manuscript, called The Navidson Record, in the house of a recently-
deceased man named Zampanò. Zampanò’s manuscript is an academic analysis of a 
documentary, bearing the same name as the book itself – House of Leaves, made by 
Will Navidson, the father of a family that has just moved into a house where 
abnormal things are happening; the house is bigger on the inside than it is on the 
outside. The documentary follows the action of the Navidson family in their house on 
Ash Tree Lane.  
The first thing that someone can notice when opening the book is the visual 
arrangement of text. The placement of the words does not follow a conventional 
typographic order – sometimes words are scattered around the page or they create 
dense texts that become impossible to read (fig. 4). Other times pages are left blank 
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or with just a single word/phrase. From the first moment it is introduced to the 
reader, it feels as if House of Leaves is rejecting one basic typographic convention, 
which is to make the text coherent, easily readable and accessible. In addition, the 
text is written in several fonts and typefaces, each representing the novel’s different 
narrative layers. Here again, the author’s choice to use all these different typefaces 
creates a non-coherent script and can make it hard for the reader to follow. As 
Nathalie Aghoro points out, the reader of House of Leaves has to actively decode the 
text and the ‘textual transformations’ that are the novel’s landmark.8 4   
 Moreover, different colors are used to highlight the importance and 
singularity of specific words or ideas. Throughout the book, there are some passages 
in red and/or crossed out to indicate another layer of text, namely about Minotaur, 
the mythical creature that inhabited the Labyrinth, a maze-like construction 
designed by the architect Daedalus and his son Icarus, on the command of King 
Minos of Crete (fig. 5). As we are going to examine later, the idea of the labyrinth is a 
theme prevailing in House of Leaves, not only through the narrative but also through 
the book’s format itself. Another distinctive feature of the book is that the word 
“house” is always in blue and in a font that resembles digital hyperlinks. That is also 
the case with the title of the book itself. Regarding the use of blue color, Mark 
Hansen notes: 
 
Making pseudoserious reference to the blue highlighting of hyperlinks on Web 
pages, the blue ink of the word “house” in the work’s title transforms this 
keyword into something like a portal to information located elsewhere, both 
within and beyond the novel’s frame.8 5  
 
We could see the choice of color as a structural textual link creating a network of 
narrative themes, as well as the author’s commentary on hypertext literature and 
reading in a digital era. 
 Another typographic play of the book is the unique use of footnotes. The 
sections of the footnotes in House of Leaves can take up a few full pages, and in 
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between those footnotes there are more, additional footnotes that take the reader to 
different parts of the book, “forcing” them to go back and forth all the time. In this 
way, Danielewski disregards the conventional use of footnotes and incorporates them 
in the main text. This stylistic technique also creates a non-linear order, as well as 
absence of literary cohesion. The paradoxical use of footnotes, as well as the general 
typographic arrangement of the physical space of the pages also call for a non-
conventional reading of the book. There is no specific linear order to read it, and it is 
impossible for its readers to share the exact same reading experience.8 6  In the words 
of Aghoro: 
 
Textual excess leaves the reader disoriented, while at the same time offering the 
freedom to explore Danielewski’s work on his or her own path… The reader 
constantly needs to decide on how to proceed in order to unfold the plot and 
those decisions vary on an individual scale and result in an individual pattern.8 7  
 
Danielewski’s novel is a perfect example of how the design and typography of a 
printed book can affect the reading experience and create multiple layers of reading. 
 At this point, I would like to specify that the story and narrative itself is of no 
direct interest for this paper since my focus is on the experimental textual structure 
in Danielewski’s work. I do not aim to analyze the characters and the plot, nor the 
symbolisms that are all-pervading in the novel. However, the narrative and the 
structure of the text are interwoven. The typography and format of the book, the page 
layout and design, the placement and size or color of the words, are all playing a 
prevailing role in unveiling the story and transmitting the feelings of the characters 
within that story. Connecting to what I mentioned previously about the theme of the 
labyrinth that is predominant in the book, Piwinski remarks that ‘when presented in 
printed form, this layered narrative – filled with mis-leadings, misinterpretations, 
and mistakes – twists itself into a visual labyrinth to parallel both the house and the 
plot’.8 8  Therefore, the book itself transforms into a layered literary labyrinth that the 
reader has to find a way out, in the same way that the house of the narrative becomes 
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a labyrinth that the main character seeks to escape from. What I am suggesting here 
is that the typography of House of Leaves does not function as a way of neatly 
structuring the words on the page, but as an integral part of the story and an 
additional literary technique. In short, the form and content of the book are 
interconnected and ‘House of Leaves typographically materializes the shape-shifting 
house’.8 9  As Nick Lord says in an article where he describes House of Leaves as a 
metafictional literary genre:  
 
What this dazzling, confusing, and, above all, conspicuous combination of self-
criticism and typographic virtuosity does is remind us of the tangibility of the 
book as a form that requires the reader to employ a specialized set of 
navigational and interpretative strategies. All fictional texts require such 
strategies to some degree, but while traditional realist fiction attempts to 
conceal the markers of its own fictionality, House of Leaves flaunts them as a 
condition of its existence… House of Leaves, as a prime example of metafiction, 
foregrounds its own materiality through the use of conspicuous typography, 
intrusive footnotes, and the transgression of ontological boundaries through the 
use of narrative matalepsis.9 0  
 
The experimental typographic design of House of Leaves would not have been 
possible without the use of digital technology. For the achievement of the 
typographic effects, the designing process behind the production of the book 
included the ‘intratextual use of Photoshop as a structural… tool, the inclusion of 
graphics and the remediation of images and sounds’.9 1  In a way, Danielewski’s work 
resembles a digitally transmitted text but in a traditional book format.9 2  Nonetheless, 
I assume that the way the book is designed can only  have the intended effect in its 
printed material form, since it requires some short of physical interaction with the 
reader. In order to “read” the book, the reader needs to hold it upside down and flip 
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through its pages back and forth. In her book Writing Machines, Katherine Hayles 
writes about the ways in which modern literature is transforming from conventional 
printed texts to multimedia technotexts. She underlines that the way Danielewski’s 
novel is designed did most certainly require the use of a computer, making digital 
technology an integral part of its production.9 3  However, Hayles also argues that 
even though the book would not have been made possible without the use of modern 
technologies, it stays true to its printed form and rejects any connection to the digital 
culture or electronic literature.9 4  On a similar note, Jessica Pressman, in a discussion 
on the ‘aesthetic of bookishness’ and the emergence of new novels that ‘exploit the 
power of the print page in ways that draw attention to the book as a multimedia 
format, one informed by and connected to digital technologies’, refers to House of 
Leaves as one such new hybrid, aesthetic object that finds itself between the real and 
the fictionary ‘by connecting [its] book-bound body to the virtual words of digital 
information’.9 5   
 In conclusion, because of the unique typography it is built around, House of 
Leaves cannot be categorized simply as a fictitious novel, neither as a fine example of 
either printed or digital literature. The whole reading experience of the novel makes 
it ‘as hypertextual as a printed book can possibly be: its multiple layers fold into one 
another to form a work that places unusual demands on readers’.9 6   
 
4.2. Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes 
The second author whose work this paper is going to analyze is Jonathan Safran 
Foer. Foer, though he does not share the same writing style with Danielewski, can be 
classified as another contemporary author who experiments with the typography and 
form of his books. I am here going to focus on his experimental work Tree of Codes, 
an artwork in the form of a book. 
 The case of Tree of Codes is a special one. It is hard to define its genre and 
categorize it as either a novel or an artistic project per se, and that is to a great extent 
because of its unique appearance. As Pressman suggests, Tree of Codes can be seen 
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as ‘an allegory for a contemporary moment of cultural and medial transformation’.9 7  
The book is based on the text of Bruno Schulz’s short stories collection The Street of 
Crocodiles, which Foer used as a template from which he cut out the majority of 
words (fig. 6-7). In order to create this fragmented, three-dimensional text, the 
author made use of a digitally enhanced technique of die-cutting to carve into the 
original book.9 8  Through this process, Foer was able to achieve the result of 
individual sheets with only a few phrases each, while words from the other pages are 
visible through the holes.9 9  A short video made on the manufacturing of Tree of 
Codes reveals that the making of the book required the use of industrial machines 
that were programmed to create the fragile pages and the lace-like effect of the 
book.1 00  Hence, it is clear that the use of digital technology was necessary throughout 
every step of the production of the book. 
Tree of Codes is a typographic play between words and space, creating a three-
dimensional textual body. As in House of Leaves, the textual content is not what 
matters here per se – the text is by no means linear and lacks any particular cohesive 
order. What matters is the physical space of the pages and the material nature of the 
book. Also, the words are fragmented and often deformed. Because of the holes, the 
pages become very fragile and make it hard for the reader to simply flip through the 
book. Moreover, this effect creates several textual plays and word combinations, 
depending on the page the reader chooses to turn each time.1 01  According to Hayles, 
Tree of Codes belongs to the category of contemporary novels that: 
 
Engage in strategies that entice readers to become intimate with the novels’ 
bodies through physical manipulations of their printed forms. These 
manipulations go beyond the automatic turning of pages, as if these books were 
determined to reawaken passion by introducing novelty into what have become 
routine physical encounters. Moreover, the novels displace some degree of 
narrative complexity from the semantic register of words to the physical forms 
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they present, entwining their materialities with the reader ’s empathic, 
proprioceptive, and muscular mind-body.1 02  
 
Hence, the reading of Tree of Codes calls for a multi-sensory experience, where the 
reader is actively involved by touching the holes of the book and searching for the 
hidden words behind the pages. As I discussed in the previous chapter about the 
gradual evolution that typography is going through, a change that might come with 
the persistent practice of experimental typographies like the ones we have discussed 
in this chapter, is this physical interaction between the reader and the text; a text 
that is no longer simply a pile of words, but a performative space carrying meaning in 
its own right. 
Furthermore, even though Foer would not have been able to produce this book 
without the use of digital technology, Tree of Codes stays true to its printed form and, 
as the author himself has claimed, ‘this is a book that remembers it has a body’.1 03  
Fan also notes: 
 
This subgenre of literary words is self-aware and self-reflexive of their print 
materiality, their representational affordances and limitations, and their 
bookishness in relation to newer media technologies.1 04  
 
This is not only the case with Tree of Codes, but also with House of Leaves (both 
examples of what Pressman calls ‘contemporary digitally inflected literature’1 05 ). 
These are all books that are built making use of a technology that, in a way, they 
refuse to conform with. It is interesting here to make an association with the case of 
Tristram Shandy. In the second chapter where I analyzed Sterne’s experimental 
novel, I suggested that his writing style resembles a handwritten text, evidence of the 
author’s nostalgia for a long-gone manuscript culture. More than two centuries later, 
experimental novels like Danielewski’s and Foer’s give a similar impression, this time 
by emphasizing on the materiality of the book and (even unconsciously) resisting to 
an ever-growing digital culture taking over the print medium. 
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 Summing up this discussion on experimental books of the early twenty-first 
century, the reason I am making this reference to the debate between print and 
digital is to emphasize the role and power of typography in creating printed books 
that play with their materiality in order to maintain their status. The books we talked 
about are visually powerful and are made of different textual layers that create 
several narratives, making typography part of the story itself. Finally, the use of 
digital technology that is necessary to make these books creates a perception of a 
digitized text in a printed form; however, Danielewski’s and Foer’s books stay true to 
their printed form and emphasize the persistence of printed typography in an age of 
digitally produced texts.  
  
4.3. The Book as Art  
In my analysis of Foer’s Tree of Codes, I pointed out that it is hard to define the 
book’s nature as experimental literature or as a purely artistic statement. The thin 
line between those two brings me to a point that I find necessary to raise here: the 
distinctive qualities between experimental book typography and the use of 
typography as primarily artistic expression. On the one hand, innovative typographic 
techniques and styles are used by authors and designers in order to challenge 
existing conventions, as well as to convey meaning and content through the book’s 
form and visual arrangement of typography. On the other hand, artists choose to use 
books as art objects in order to make a statement on the importance and 
sustainability of print in a growing digital world. However, it is important to mention 
that the one does not exclude the other. Artists’ books are another way of 
experimenting with typography in the print medium, making use of digital 
technology. 
 The “Book as Art” is an artistic movement where the main artwork is the 
printed book. Artists and graphic designers manipulate the book in an effort to 
highlight its significance and prestige as a symbol of culture, during an era where 
digital technology is taking over and threatens the status of the physical book. 
According to Megan L. Benton, with the growth of digital reading and electronic 
books, artists use the printed book as a new form of expression, in an effort to boost 
its material virtue and preserve its presence in the reading culture.1 06  The “Book as 
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Art” movement places the material book and whatever it is made of – its pages, the 
cover, or the text inside – in an artistic spectrum; it is not a book that will be read 
from beginning to end and does not serve the same purposes and functions as a 
traditional book. Furthermore, most of the time such books are not practical either. 
Their design and size often make it hard to even hold or flip through the pages. The 
“book as art” can be read as a book, but often it is not meant to be read, at least not in 
the conventional way we would approach a traditional book. 
 An example of such a book artist is Irma Boom, the Dutch graphic designer 
specialized in book making. Boom is very known for her enormous, heavy books that 
make it impossible to hold, as well as her miniature creations.  In her TEDxDelft talk 
on the ‘Manifesto for the Book’, Boom displays some miniature books with gold foil 
print, bound in leather and printed using letterpress, and says that these books are so 
small in order to show the elaborate craft that is needed behind their making.1 07  In 
most of the books she is making, the text does not really matter per se. Most of the 
time it is absent or placed all over the page and the margins; other times the pages 
are completely blank or fully colored.1 08  Boom refers to one of her books as an 
almost-like architecture item that, as she says, ‘has no page numbers, it is a mess. 
But it is a collective and edited mess’.1 09  According to her, that is exactly the purpose 
of that book; it is not intended to be read. Another example she presents is that of a 
book that contains an enormous amount of content and dense information where the 
type gets smaller while you turn the pages. Boom claims that the typography of this 
book invites people to read it; it is ‘a book that works’.1 1 0  Boom’s artworks are a fine 
example of books that are not primarily made to be functional or practical – they are 
items that are made for personal use and/or would usually be housed in art 
museums and galleries instead of a bookshop. Artists’ books are not mass-produced, 
but one-of-a-kind objects. 
 According to Johanna Drucker, an artist’s book ‘integrates the formal means 
of its realization and production with its thematic or aesthetic issues’.1 1 1  Similarly, the 
material and non-material elements that make these books (the binding, their size 
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and shape, their material, the pages and the text) may reject the book’s conventional 
function. In the words of Benton, ‘the less a book must accommodate focused, 
attentive reading, the more freely it may strive instead to engage us as art’.1 1 2   
To conclude, the progressive emergence and the need of such unconventional 
practices in printed book typography is connected to the ascent of digital media and 
digital ways of reading, as well as to the attenuation of the print medium. In 
academic research, this is many times referred to as “the death of the book”, and 
many academics support that the printed book is giving way to the new media. As 
described in a rather elaborate way by Robert Coover, in an article published already 
more than two decades ago: 
 
The very proliferation of books and other print-based media, so prevalent in 
this forest-harvesting, paper-wasting age, is held to be a sign of its feverish 
moribundity, the last futile gasp of a once vital form before it finally passes 
away forever.’1 1 3  
 
 Among other things, the digital medium has affected the production of printed 
books, and it is not absurd to say that we might be experiencing a new era of making 
and “reading” books. Hence, in an age of digital discovery and new ways of textual 
transmission, as well as new ways of reading and writing, I believe that, through 
experimenting with typography, authors and designers are bridging the gap between 
the digital and print medium and are creating hybrid ways of reading as well as new 
approaches to typographic design. Such experiments might eventually change the 
whole notion of typography as we know it from when it was first introduced with the 
invention of the printing press and bring about practices that will eventually be seen 
as “new” conventions. However, whatever the case might be, such practices will 
surely need enough time to be established as conventions. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
This thesis explored the practice of typography from the onset of the printing era and 
Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press to the present day and the digital 
revolution. My analysis was based on the hypothesis that digital technology has 
created new possibilities for typographic expression, and this has allowed more and 
more authors, publishers and designers to experiment with the typographic style of 
their books. I have suggested that, given enough time and practice, some of these 
experiments (namely the interaction between readers and texts, the effect of non-
linearity and the performativity of typography) might eventually turn into 
conventions in their own right. 
 Before beginning the discussion on experimental typographies, I found it 
necessary to first look into the emergence of typography, through the transition from 
manuscript to printing, and the gradual establishment of typographic conventions. 
In this way, we were better able to understand the technological mechanisms behind 
the production of printed texts and the original function of typography. I listed some 
representative examples of typographic conventions that are still embedded in our 
writing and reading, like the coherence and consistency of texts. 
 Once certain typographic practices were firmly established as conventions, we 
notice the emergence of experimental typographies. As I have previously mentioned, 
even though digital technology has opened the way for more experiments, 
typographic experimentation is of all ages. I analyzed the case of Laurence Sterne’s 
eighteenth-century novel Tristram Shandy as a fine example of typographic 
experimentation in the print era and suggested that the typographic style of his book 
creates an impression of a handwritten document.  
 Moving on to the emergence and rapid development of digital technology, we 
notice some change not only in the digital technologies available behind the 
production of typography in print, but also in its use. I suggested that the new 
possibilities for typographic experimentation might be turning typography into a 
more performative art, while accentuating the physical presence of the print-based 
book and the interaction between readers and texts. I focused on the works of 
contemporary authors Mark Z. Danielewski (House of Leaves) and Jonathan Safran 
Foer (Tree of Codes) in order to present some examples of how the experimental 
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typographic style of their novels can produce meaning in its own right. What is more, 
the making of these books would not have been able without the use of digital 
technology. However, the intended effect only comes out of their printed form, thus 
creating a subliminal contrast between print and digital, between the product itself 
and the procedure required for its manufacture. As Hayles notes, the digital 
technicalities required for the making of the book bring the connection between print 
and electronic writing into ‘an apotheosis, producing complexities so entangled with 
digital technologies that it is difficult to say which medium is more important in 
producing the novel’s effects’.1 1 4  
 Overall, the aim of this paper was to underline the invisible power of 
typography as a useful art, from the invention of printing until this very moment. In 
an era where digital culture is taking over, the future of technological advancements 
is still highly unpredictable. That also means that we cannot yet know what effect 
those advancements can have on typography as a whole. We just have to wait and see 
how far the possibilities of digital technology go and the effect they will have not only 
on typography but on the book industry as a whole. 
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Appendix: Images 
 
 
  
Figure 1: Sterne's experiment with the word BRAVO. Sterne, L., The 
life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, gentleman (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1967). Source: Leiden University Library. 
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Figure 2: The unconventional use of the manicule. Sterne, L., The life and opinions of 
Tristram Shandy, gentleman (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967). Source: Leiden University 
Library. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 3: Abstract use of symbols (asterisks) and dashes. Sterne, L., The 
life and opinions of Tristram Shandy, gentleman (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1967). Source: Leiden University Library. 
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Figure 4: Scattered words on the page. Danielewski, M. Z., House of Leaves 2nd Ed. 
(New York: Pantheon, 2000). 
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Figure 5: Blocks of text in red and crossed out. Danielewski, M. Z., House of Leaves 
2nd Ed. (New York: Pantheon, 2000). 
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Figure 6: The unique design of Tree of Codes. Source: 
https://tumblr.austinkleon.com/post/1299845312 
 
 
 
Figure 7: The unique design of Tree of Codes. Source: 
https://bookpatrol.tumblr.com/post/181986923361/garadinervi-jonathan-safran-foer-tree-
of-code 
